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Ventilation, Shots Are Key in Virus Fight

Covid experts highlight
roles of air quality and
inoculation as people-
return to indoor spaces

By SaraH Toy
AnD RENEE ONQUE

Forget temperature checks
and deep-cleaning surfaces.
The best way to protect peo-
ple from Covid-19 as they re-
turn to offices and other in-
door spaces is to bolster air
quality and vaccination cover-
age, experts on the transmis-
sion of the virus say.

Their consensus reflects an
evolving understanding of the
spread of a virus that the
World Health Organization de-
clared the cause of a pandemic
two years ago. Deep-cleaning
surfaces and temperature
checks—still a mainstay at
many businesses—have been
understood for many months
to be of relatively little help
stopping the virus from
spreading. Rather, as busi-
nesses and communities
across the U.S. begin what is
shaping up to be the broadest
return yet to pre-pandemic be-
haviors, transmission and in-
fectious-disease experts said
broad vaccine coverage and
good air hygiene stand out as

the most important mitigation
efforts.

“The virus will continue to -

spread at some level, and if we
do what we did before and not
change anything, that’s going
to exacerbate the problem,”
said José-Luis Jiménez, a pro-
fessor of chemistry at the Uni-
versity of Colorado Boulder
who has researched Covid-19
transmission. Although much
of the country is beginning to
unmask, people who are at
higher risk of severe Covid-19
should consider continuing to
wear high-quality masks to
protect themselves, Dr. Jimé-
nez said.

Most Covid-19 transmission
happens indoors, research has
shown, much of it through air-
borne virus-carrying particles
known as aerosols, which are
created when an infected per-
son laughs, speaks or
breathes. Aerosois linger in
the air and can travel across
rooms.

There are three main ways
to clean indoor air, transmis-
sion experts said: ventilation,
or pumping virus-laden air
outdoors and replacing it with
fresh air; filtration, which
passes air through a filter that
traps viral particles; and disin-
fection—killing viral particles
in the air using ultraviolet
light. Each strategy dilutes the

The New York City subway last month. Most Covid-19 transmission happens indoors, research shows.

amount of potential virus in
the air and makes it less likely
that an infected person would
infect other people.

“These are passive mea-
sures that don’t require em-
ployees to do anything differ-
ent at work,” said Joseph
Allen, director of the Healthy
Buildings program at Harvard
T.H. Chan School of Public
Health.

He and other Covid-19 re-
searchers said businesses
should have an engineer tune

up or replace ventilation and
filtration systems that aren’t
up to the job. Companies
should also test air quality
regularly, they said.
President Biden this month
released a National Covid-19
Preparedness Plan that out-
lined steps to help businesses,
schools and other facilities im-
prove ventilation and filtration
systems. The American Rescue
Plan provided $350 billion for
state and local governments,
along with $130 billion for

schools, which the administra-
tion says is available to sup-
port making ventilation im-
provements and upgrades.

Many companies are stick-
ing with some measures that
public-health experts said
have little effect on the virus.
Deep cleaning of surfaces is
unnecessary, they say. Al-
though it is possible for peo-
ple to be infected through con-
tact with contaminated
surfaces or objects, the risk is
low.

“We are overcleaning,” said
Linsey Marr, professor of civil
and environmental engineer-
ing at Virginia Tech who stud-
ies airborne transmission of
viruses. Regular cleaning of
surfaces like desks should be
sufficient, she said.

And some types of barri-

ers—such as lateral partitions
_, that surround a person—can
= actually trap air and impede
3 ventilation, said Dr. Jiménez.
& In other cases, when people
g are close and facing each
= other while speaking, a barrier
= can be useful, he and other
= transmission experts say.
S “If you're a cashier or re-
g ceptionist and people are
S speaking right at you without
& a mask, it may be a reasonable
S thing to have,” said Lisa Lee,
an epidemiologist at Virginia
Tech.

Temperature checks have
fallen out of favor with public-
health experts. A large per-
centage of infected people are
asymptomatic and studies
have shown that daily temper-
ature monitoring can miss de-
tecting many people who are
potentially infectious. Public-
health experts still advise peo-
ple with Covid-19 symptoms—
such as fever, cough or loss of
taste or smell—to get tested
and isolate if they get a posi-
tive result.



